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Prologue

 


“Oh, look,” Gloria said.
“Buck, they’re here.”

Her voice was low, her tone rich with
sympathy, an affected hint of Southern sweetness. She inclined her
head, blinking behind the mask, inviting her partner to pick up the
thread of conversation.

“Right on time,” Buck
said, twirling the pencil he never used between his middle finger
and thumb, then tapping the desk with it. “Can we get the
approach?”

The camera panned away from the
anchors to a side screen. The image melted in a slow, digital
dissolve, reintegrating to a fresh feed via the roof cams. First,
they captured the prison’s parking lot and the visitor entrance.
From there, the perspective widened over a gathering crowd of fans
standing outside of their cars—many of them milling over toward the
massive projection screen by the side of the complex opposite
intake.

Those people didn’t know. They hadn’t
yet seen what the anchors were already watching.

But it appeared on screen
for everyone soon enough: a black prisoner transport van with
impenetrable windows of reflective, bulletproof glass. Along its
side, the words Consequences, Live!
screamed out in red lightning letters over a
golden background shaped like a storm cloud. From a distance, it
could have been mistaken for the show van Gloria and Buck sometimes
used on the road when ambushing new “players” at the time of their
arrest. The logo was identical. The Office of Behavior Reformation
and the show had a continuing contract.

The inside of that van, however, was
not for media. It was a rolling dungeon fit only for criminals. New
criminals. Transitional criminals.

The crowd cheered, then
shifted, collectively rethinking its placement and moving for a
closer view. The people couldn’t come too close. This intake access road
was hemmed in on either side by electrified fencing and razor wire.
Not that any such precautions would be needed for these particular
prisoners. As transitionals, they’d be hardly more than kids. Their
crimes, whatever they were, would fall into the category of
“mischief.”

Consequences, Live!
didn’t profile dangerous cases. It didn’t deal
with felons.

“Gloria,” Buck started.
“Why the van? Shouldn’t it be a—”

“Oh my,” Gloria cut him
off. Her finger traced the touch screen prompter embedded into the
desk they shared, scrolling down. “Jesus, Buck, there are
four of
them.”

The show typically only dealt with one
penitent or convict at a time. The record up until now was two. And
the anchors in charge of the play-by-play typically knew who they
were hours in advance, if not days. Even the audience knew. It was
how Gloria and Buck teased upcoming programs.

On this occasion, they had been made
to tease a surprise. No one other than the recruiters and the
punishment wardens knew who was coming. Both Gloria Wholesome and
her counterpart, the enthusiastic and relatively hapless Buck
Horndog, had dug up what they could, but it hadn’t been much.
Transitional defendants’ cases had been temporarily put under a
blanket identity protection order similar to that enjoyed by
juvenile offenders. All for the good of the show, of course, which
was more popular than ever.

They’d have to think on their feet.
Gloria wasn’t too worried. They even had a returning player this
weekend—although in an entirely different capacity from her last
performance. In fact, Gloria was positively giddy with
excitement.

But she could tell, when they were not
on screen, that Buck was worried. He worried enough for both of
them.

The countdown was up again. He had
fifteen seconds to regather himself before they’d be back on
screen. Right now, to the world, they were only voices. She gave
him her stern-mother look and silently snapped her fingers at
him.

Buck straightened in his seat. On the
pub-mon, where they could see what the common rabble saw, the van
hardly had to slow at the intake gate. The driver flashed his card
out the window while he was still ten yards out—close enough for
the sensors—and the steel barrier opened automatically. The
metallic, keening screech that accompanied it was always a crowd
pleaser, but it was also a special effect. There were speakers
built into the struts.

The counter hit zero, turned green.
They were back, Gloria in a stretch zipper suit of pink leather
with black gloves, complete with pointy elbows of polished chrome.
The cat mask with eye holes that shielded her identity was black as
well.

“Inside that van,” she
purred to the camera, “are four young persons about to face the
music for the first time in their lives.”

And from Buck, wearing
thick black gas mask goggles over the top half of his face and,
from the waist up, only a pair of spiked leather shoulder pads,
“They’re freakin’ pledges,
Gloria, every one of them. Wow.” Clearly, he was
struggling to read and project his TV persona at the same
time.

With a practiced flick under the desk,
Gloria cued Background. This summoned a CGI rainfall of tiny
cartoon cherries to briefly dance over the image on screen. A quick
tickle of playful music, and then they burst with little popping
sound effects, clearing the screen.

“All new to college,” she
chirped back at him happily. “How naughty they must have
been.”

“Yeah,” he said, his gaze
still on the desk prompter. Then, finally looking up, eyebrows
arched. Recovering. “What did they do, America? What mischief or
mishap led them to this sorry pass?” And, to Gloria, “It’s hard not
to feel sorry for them.”

“Bet that’s not the only
thing that’s hard,” she quipped, shouldering him, mindful of the
spikes. They shared an on-camera laugh that, to the home audience,
was entirely believable. “As for your question, Buck, we’re in the
same boat as the audience. Isn’t it lovely?”

He smiled at her. Back on form.
Good.

Men, she thought.

“You’ve got that right,
Gloria,” he said. “Never before has the show kept the
identities—much less the transgressions—of its prospective
penitents secret for so long.”

The show, of course, was still less
than three years old—the brainchild of one Senator Dusty McNeal and
the Office of Behavior Reformation. It had been rough in the early
going. There had been protests, small rebellions that had been
quickly quelled but never fully eradicated. Senator Brenda
Worthington still fought to have the show canceled, but it was too
big now. Senator McNeal’s own son had been put through the program
last year, proving no one was above the law. Validating
it.

The show was
right. It was fair. The
Virtues of Innocence had to be enforced. To protect the young from
themselves, from their own dark desires, sacrifices must sometimes
be made.

And it was
damn good TV for the
post-transitional adults who enjoyed the rights of full citizenship
and could afford the subscription.

“We’ve never had four at
one time, either,” Gloria added for the benefit of the home
audience. “Also never had a weekend edition. Oh, but this is going
to be delightful. This is going to be so much fun, Buck.”

“Mind if I start?” he
asked, ever so politely.

“Please do,” she said.
“Run the first profile.”

He tapped keys, calling it
up.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he
said, shaking his head, laughing a little, “people of America,
please give it up for … Cassidy Harper!”

Outside, the
twenty-foot-tall projection screen in the parking lot lit up with
her image. She was still in her school clothes: button-up white
blouse with a loose red neckerchief, pressed denim skirt that went
down to her knees, white stockings, polished black shoes. No
jewelry, not even earrings. Over her chest she held a black plastic
placard with her Consequences
booking number: 200.

Her eyes were bloodshot. She looked
terrified.

On the side of the picture, her basic
profile: name, age, height, weight, eye color, hair
color…

The prisoner escort, too, would see
what the people saw, now that he had parked the van. He would know
to lead her out first. He soon did, guiding her onto asphalt by the
link chain in her handcuffs, then facing her to the security cam,
which broadcast her arrival live.

She’s as good as her
picture, Gloria thought, admiring her
luxuriant but straight brunette hair, her robin’s-egg-blue eyes.
She blinked under the harsh lights of the intake
entrance.

The people cheered. They called her
name. They greeted her. Gloria didn’t think, on the whole, they
sounded unkind.

Cassidy, however, wrenched her cuffed
hands free from the officer and covered her face,
sobbing.

The officer, whoever he
was, didn’t seem to mind. Cassidy was in now, with nowhere to go, no
chance for a reprieve. And her escort, after all, still had the
three others to bring out.

You look so
innocent, Gloria thought, drinking her
in. So helpless.

But that illusion wouldn’t keep. It
never did.

Transitionals didn’t make
it onto Consequences, Live!
by being good.


Chapter One

Pledges

 


 


Prisoner Profile: Cassidy Lee
Harper

Transitional Inmate #200

Freshman, Chesapeake University,
Maryland Chapter

Age: 18

Height: 5’6”

Weight: 122 lbs.

Eye Color: blue

Hair Color: brown

Study Focus: Financial
Management/Accounting

Prisoner Class: Convicted,
Non-Penitent, Protective Custody

Sentence: 2 Years

Consent for Alternative Punitive Plan:
Given

Approval Status: Pending

Crime: …

****

Cassidy unfolded the letter and set it
on her desk. She powered on her tablet, propped it pyramid-position
next to the letter. Resigned, she keyed in the given address, then
the password. She sat back in her chair, swiped her wrist com past
“steps,” then past “schedule.” Checked the time. It was 10:50. She
was early.

But the profile chatroom that
appeared—dubbed at the top of the screen the “Dare Dungeon”—looked
pretty darn full to her.

The middle of the screen was still a
blank, black rectangle. It would remain so, according to the
letter, until 10:55. At exactly 11:00, after a brief rundown, the
dares would begin.

If you are
summoned, the letter said,
you go. No questions. No
complaints.

There were eighteen other faces on the
screen, six at the top, six at the bottom, three at either side.
Seemed pretty even between boys and girls.

If you are not summoned,
you remain on screen where we can see you. No one leaves the
conversation unless they are summoned. You stay to the
end.

At 10:53, another boy appeared, making
it an even 10-10 split, counting Cassidy.

He appeared decidedly nervous. No,
scared. He looked down, hardly glancing into the camera
eye.

She didn’t know any of these
people.

She’d seen more than half of the young
women here, all pledges to Alpha Chi (pronounced
KI) Omega. They were all
quartered on the upper floor—the freshman floor—of the sorority
house with her. She’d even talked with a few of them. But she
didn’t know them.
Not really, anyway. There hadn’t been time. She’d only unpacked her
stuff and made her parental goodbyes yesterday.

Behind her, a hand on her shoulder.
Cassidy nearly hopped out of her seat. But it was only Toni, her
roommate and mentor, a senior who had put herself forward to live
with the plebes for a month to help them get acclimated to college
life.

“Whatcha doin’?” she
asked, maybe a little too sweetly, the native New York in her voice
prominent.

“Secret,” Cassidy replied,
her tone rich with apology. “Pledge stuff. Sorry.”

“Oh, you. I’m Alpha Chi,
too, you know.”

Shouldn’t you already know
what it is, then? Cassidy thought.
Technically, I’m not even in until after you all
do whatever you’re going to do to us newbies tomorrow
morning.

The reflection of Toni’s
face hovered behind her on screen—darker hair, darker eyes, the
very vision of confidence and reassurance. It wasn’t right. Cassidy
was used to being the one on top of things, at least academically.
All through prep school, people came to her when they needed help. It was a
role that Cassidy had meticulously cultivated and projected
(despite her own personal tendency toward self-doubt) since before
she had left home that first time at fourteen. Yet here she was, on
the bottom of the totem pole again. She was nobody, at least for
now.

“You know what, Cass?”
Toni observed. “This profile room looks like it only let in the
pretty people.”

Cassidy snorted. First, she hated
being called “Cass.” Second—

No. Toni was right. It really did look
like only the “pretty” people had been invited. Every fledgling
frat brother and wannabe sorority sister on screen was … well,
beautiful. Or at least interesting.

Do they think
I’m beautiful?
she wondered. Cassidy did try to look her best.
Even tonight, at nearly eleven o’ clock and not being able to go
anywhere, she’d freshened her makeup and put on her best nightgown,
the blue one with the slight cut up front. She had her hair tied
back to show off her matching sapphire earrings—fake, but still
pretty. All of it went with her eyes.

These people were undeniably gorgeous, especially the blond guy top
and center, identified under the icon as “Peter.”
That man, with his
steely gray eyes and winsome, untroubled smile, could be on
TV.

“Hi, everyone,” he said,
laughing to himself, perhaps not expecting an answer. “Let’s do
this. Solidarity.”

The answers came from everywhere, most
of them nervous, a few downright timid. And heck, even the
mousy-looking girl in the glasses and the pink t-shirt, “Emma Jo”
had a girl-next-door appeal that was beyond cute. She waved rather
than speaking. They’d met the day before, Cassidy and Emma Jo.
Cassidy hoped they’d become friends.

But her thoughts were interrupted when
the center of the screen filled in, a split-screen closeup—left
side male, right side female—on a single mouth seemingly shared by
two people.

This, Cassidy thought, feeling a tangible shiver of dread tickle
her core, might have been a good day to be
a dog.

It was 10:55. Time for
instructions.

Cassidy turned in her
seat, tried to shoo Toni off screen. She wasn’t supposed to be
there. Please,
she mouthed. Thank God, Toni withdrew to
her bed—but from there, she kept watching. And that was fine. It
wasn’t like the rest of these kids didn’t have roommates. A lot of
them were probably asleep at this hour, but there was no way all of
them were. Yet the video icons each consisted of a single face. All
were alone, most of them looking as worried as Cassidy
felt.

Not Peter, though. His expression was
expectant, bordering on challenging.

The mouth spoke, both
sides of it moving in perfect synchrony: “Thank you for coming. We’re glad you’re here. We’re going to
play a game.”

The voice was digitized, neither male
nor female, and clearly scrambled. The speakers apparently wanted
to remain anonymous. But the voice was also perfectly
articulated.

Several of the pledges tried to
answer, all at once—and were instantly muted, their questions and
exclamations cut off as though by a power outage. Cassidy hadn’t
spoken. This was one of those occasions—she wouldn’t have called
them rare, exactly, but they were definitely uncommon—where she
would have been perfectly content to go unnoticed.

The magic mouth
continued: “Four of you are to be chosen
to complete a simple dare. The first of you will be randomly
determined by computer. That’s a little RNG for any of you gaming
nerds present.”

Cassidy had no idea. She looked back
to Toni, who actually belonged to a gaming group.

“Random number generator,”
she supplied, leaning forward and grinning. “Good luck.”

“The dare, which you must
complete within ten minutes of being chosen, is to run from the
front door of your house to the Tree of Knowledge, circle it three
times, give it a good slap, and return.”

They were past curfew, which at
Chesapeake U was ten o’clock on weekdays. Still, it didn’t sound
too bad. If she had to, Cassidy felt she could complete that
challenge in half the time.

“Each of you here in the
Dare Dungeon has been chosen among the pledges of the two best
houses on campus: Alpha Chi Omega and Delta Kappa Epsilon.
Coincidentally, these two houses are both of equal distance from
the Tree of Knowledge.”

That would mean the boys of DKE were
in the house facing them from directly across the quad. As for the
Tree of Knowledge, there was no missing it. That wide, spreading
monstrosity with the low-hanging branches looked more like
something from the African savannah than the mid-Atlantic United
States. Seriously, there should have been lions sleeping under that
thing.

“You see, the challenge is
good; the challenge is fair. We’re going to unmute you now. As soon
as we do, please repeat: ‘The challenge is good; the challenge is
fair’.”

The strike line through the mic icons
disappeared. Twenty voices, male and female—including
Cassidy’s—spoke as one:

“The challenge is good;
the challenge is fair’.”

“Upon completion of the
challenge, the first one chosen will then select the second. The
second chooses the third, and the third chooses the fourth. If the
first one chosen is female, her choice must then be male. If the
first one chosen is male, he must select a female. This selection
must be made within five minutes.”

Twenty pairs of eyes
darted all over the screen, much like the opening credits to
The Brady Bunch, only
with considerably more trepidation.

“Speak the
words.”

By then, the congregation of pledges
had been well trained.

“The challenge is good;
the challenge is fair.”

“The four of you must
complete the entire challenge by midnight for any of you to receive
its benefit—total exemption from the hazing rituals you must
otherwise face tomorrow morning for Hell Day. This will count as
your trial. Complete it, and you are one of us.”

Again, Cassidy turned to Toni. This
time, Toni seemed unsure. She shrugged.

She really hadn’t heard about
this.

“Fail,”
the magic mouth went on, “and you fail not only yourself, but also the three others
who might have been spared this tribulation with you.”

As for Hell Day, Cassidy had no idea
what to expect. Back home, her big sister Collette had laughed at
her and promised she’d survive. Yesterday, Toni had shushed her on
the subject permanently on her very first attempt to wheedle a hint
out of her. None of the accessible search engines at Chesapeake U
had been any help, either. Would she, say, have to serve breakfast
to the upperclassmen while dressed in a bunny suit? Stand on a
table and sing the national anthem while being pelted with eggs?
Get mummified in toilet paper and lugged around the quad being
laughed at?

Paddled?

Whatever it would be, the
teachers, professors, counselors, even the CP—in short, every
post-transitional adult on campus—would allow it. Classes were
canceled to allow it. It was just the way things were. And part of
her wanted to go
through it. Everyone else had. She could, too.

Or she could be chosen for
this. If she was,
she’d have to do it. Never mind what might happen to
her as a result of not
doing it. If she blew it for three other people, she’d become
instant on-campus pariah, and that couldn’t happen. She’d just
gotten here.

10:59.

And it was only a quick post-curfew
dash to the stupid old tree.

“It’s almost time,”
the magic mouth said. “We are about to randomly select the first pledge. If you
wish to prepare yourself in the event that you are chosen, we
recommend you get undressed now.”

Cassidy sat back in her chair, mouth
open, aghast.

Peter was already peeling off his
shirt, shaking his head, laughing it off.

The icons on screen started flashing
randomly, no discernible pattern. Cassidy saw her own icon flash a
few times before the magic mouth spoke again.

“This is a streaking
challenge. Chosen pledges are permitted shoes and socks, nothing
else.”

Behind her, from Toni, “Huh. That’s
new.” She was clearly taken aback. “Well, better you than me,
Cass.”

Cassidy glared at her.

Toni waved it off, brought
her a pair of socks and her running shoes. “Just in case,” she said
with a sly smile. “Oh, don’t look so scared. Bet you look
great naked. Objectively
speaking, of course.”

On screen, kids were complaining. A
couple threatened to leave the chat.

“Speak the
words.”

Thirty seconds.

Half of the boys had taken
their shirts off for a start. A couple of the girls had as well and
now were very careful to appear in frame only from the neck up.
Stupid, Cassidy
thought. Only makes it more likely someone
will pick you.

But then, a second
thought: Maybe not. Maybe the
opposite.

There was no way she was
stripping off until (more importantly, if) she had to. Emma Jo, among
several others, seemed to be of similar mind.

Over the pledges, the
magic mouth repeated the command: “Speak
the words.”

Just to be safe, huffing indignation,
Cassidy drew on her socks and shoes. Under the nightgown, she had
only her underwear to bother with. It would be mortifying, but it
would be quick.

Somehow, doing it in front of Toni
would be the absolute worst. She looked so darned happy with
herself right now, her smile fit to split her freakin’ face.
Cassidy hadn’t even been naked in front of her own mother since she
was old enough to bathe herself.

Summoning courage, she leaned in close
to the screen and said, “The challenge is good,” infusing her voice
with a bravado that was one hundred percent manufactured. “The
challenge is fair.”

And she had a way
with tone, did
Cassidy Harper. As the timer counted down the final ten seconds,
first one, then another of the pledges followed suit. They all
did—everyone, including the solitary doe-eyed innocent of a boy in
the lower right corner who’d arrived last. His name, evidently, was
Buddy, and he hadn’t needed a mute button at any point throughout
the entire ritual.

The flashing stopped. Time hung. The
mouth disappeared. The middle of the screen, again, went
blank.

Should have stayed
quiet, Cassidy thought.
I drew attention to myself. Typical.
Idiot.

Slowly, the image began to refill, to
resolve into a still shot of one of the pledges.

Cassidy closed her eyes.

Don’t be me. Please,
please, don’t be me.

Opened them again.

And found that Peter, not her, had
been chosen first.

****

Prisoner Profile: Peter Alan
Gravis

Transitional Inmate #201

Freshman, Chesapeake University,
Maryland Chapter

Age: 18

Height: 5’10”

Weight: 150 lbs.

Eye Color: gray/pale blue

Hair Color: blond

Study Focus: Music
Education

Prisoner Class: Convicted,
Non-Penitent, Protective Custody

Sentence: 2 Years

Consent for Alternative Punitive Plan:
Given

Approval Status: Pending

Crime: …

****

Peter stared at the screen for long
seconds, as though he could blink the image away through an effort
of sheer will.

It’s a setup,
he thought. Who the hell
thought of this, anyway?

He was down to his boxers,
socks, and an old, comfortable pair of Journey shoes. If he was
being honest with himself, he had to admit he’d enjoyed seeing the
girls on screen shuck off their stuff. He hadn’t seen much, but it
had been one hell of a lot more than he’d ever been allowed to lay
eyes on before. Thank God for
college, he’d thought, even though the
girl he really wanted to see had kept herself covered.

That had been sixty seconds ago. Peter
found his mood had rather darkened since.

In the upper left of the screen,
superimposed over a chick in a sports bra, his timer was already
counting down: fourteen minutes, twenty-eight seconds…

That would be just under ten minutes
to do his bit, to streak in all of his glory for what amounted to
maybe a quarter of a mile in total, there and back. Then he’d have
five more minutes to…

Choose.

His fellow pledge, Carlson Wade, had
gone to bed right after study hours and was still asleep. He’d
remained unconscious through the whole damned thing, resting up for
Hell Day tomorrow with his headphones on and set to quiet mode.
Carlson hadn’t gotten the letter. He didn’t know the letter even
existed. Would Peter tell him about it tomorrow?

Probably. Good a way as any to laugh
it off. Build some fraternal trust, all that crap.

Fourteen minutes, five
seconds.

“I can’t believe I’m doing
this,” he muttered, then hurried—still in his boxers—for the door.
The best thing that could be said of this, he thought, fairly
sprinting for the elevator, was that his fellow pledges who had
gotten the letter were pretty much nailed to their seats by order
of the Great Androgynous Oz, as he thought of the digital warden of
the Dare Dungeon. None of them would see a thing.
She wouldn’t
see.

Nor, he decided—hammering
the “down” button, hearing the lift rising up through the walls,
though not nearly as fast as he would have liked—would he
choose her. The
young woman named Cassidy was someone he had known on sight he’d
want to talk to, see if there were common interests. He didn’t want
to wreck that by making her the next victim in this
bullshit.

Inside the elevator, he set his wrist
com to stopwatch, gave himself thirteen minutes. He listened to his
descent, felt the slowness in his very blood. When the door opened,
he still had twelve and a half minutes to run the proverbial
gauntlet.

He found several of his fellow Delta Kappa Epsilons
(“Dekes,” he
reminded himself) fully dressed and apparently awaiting his arrival
in the common room.

****

Toni powered on her phone.

“Don’t,” Cassidy groaned
as, powerlessly, she watched her senior sorority sister go to the
window and push it open. “Toni, please.”

“Don’t be such a poop,”
Toni chided, leaning out on her elbows over the sill. “Free
country, Cass. You saw him. So
cute. God, this is going to be funny.” Then,
purring over her shoulder, “I’ll show you after, if you
want.”

Cassidy didn’t think she’d be
interested. It would feel wrong, or she imagined it would. Hard to
be sure. She wasn’t that far ahead in her thinking. Right now, she
was only focused on one thing: How she wanted this night to be
over. How she just wanted to go through her fair torture on Hell
Day and be done with it.

Not this. Anything but this.

Also, she took objection
to the words free
country. She still had four more years to
wait for that.

****

One of the Deke-heads in the common
room, Peter supposed, must have been dormed up with one of his
fellow letter-receiving pledges.

Word gets around
quick.

But he didn’t let it slow him down.
Straight through them, ignoring the comments, the laughter, he
hurried for the front door, flung it wide, took a
breath…

And hauled off his
underwear, standing naked in nothing but his shoes and socks before
no fewer than ten of his new frat brothers. He turned to them, just
letting it wag, with his hands on his hips. He pointed to the
discarded garment on the floor. “That better be here when I get
back,” he said over the general uproar—none of which was
mean-spirited, but still embarrassing as hell. “If I find these up
a flagpole or on somebody’s head, there’s going to be a significant ass
whuppin’.”

One of them—was his name
Ernie?—laughed good naturedly and gestured to the door.
“Go, dude. There
and back and you’re done. Just do it, man.”

It was almost encouraging, the way he
said it. Peter gritted his teeth, nodded, and dashed
outside.

At this hour, quite a lot of his
fellow students—especially his fellow freshmen—would be asleep (or
trying to sleep), same as Carlson. Or so Peter desperately hoped,
resisting the urge to double-cup his privates as he made a beeline
for the Tree of Knowledge. The mental image of doing that, of so
clearly communicating his embarrassment to any who might see, was
not to be borne. Also, it would slow him down. Instead, he leaned
into a full sprint, pumping his arms in time with his legs, his
penis bobbing up and down in time as well. It was a sizable unit,
he liked to think, but it was hard to be grateful for that just
now, feeling it slap against his belly in ridiculous synchrony with
his footfalls.

Why the hell was it hard?

Wind, he told himself. It was a breezy, chilly evening for early
September. Focus on the tree. See only the
tree.

Ahead of him, it grew as
he drew closer. Beyond it, he wasn’t looking at the Alpha Chi
sorority house. He wasn’t checking the windows, making sure the
rooms behind them remained dark. And he was absolutely, definitely,
and for sure not paying any attention to the young woman in the window frame
of the third floor pointing her phone at him—the distant flash
immortalizing his mad dash once, twice, over and over
again.

His first concern was the
time. Now that he was committed, Peter had no intention of being
the one to mess this up. People could say whatever they wanted
after the fact, but they would not
be able to say he had failed. Nor did he want the
challenge to end with him being the only one made to do it.
“Solidarity,” he had called for when this had begun. He could use a
full plate of it right now.

His second concern, as he finally made
it to the tree, was the CP. Campus police patrolled the grounds
after curfew, their electric security rovers making hardly a sound
as they prowled the university property in search of offenders. The
good news, such as there was to be had, was that there were two
hundred and twenty acres to patrol—not counting the surrounding
“village” of school stores and restaurants—and only five security
officers. Chesapeake University didn’t need a lot of security.
Character was a pillar here. They only accepted students who
finished prep school with spotless behavioral records.

Naked as a newborn, Peter
circled the tree, mentally trying to block from his periphery the
lights blinking on at either side of the quad. Once, he counted in his mind, noting
one particular branch he had to duck under so that he could mark
his progress. Twice.

And no rovers anywhere.

On the third pass,
briefly, he stopped, facing his frat house, making sure his
brothers—who had come out on the porch—could clearly see when he
slapped the side of the tree so hard that it hurt.
Fucking done, he
thought, and bolted for home.

They weren’t laughing at him. Not
much, anyway. Silently, they were waving him in, cheering him
on.

The quad, Peter realized, had remained
graveyard quiet the entire time. In the turmoil of his mind, it was
hard to believe.

****

“Toni,” Cassidy said,
“tell me you’re not doing what I think you’re doing.”

She had withdrawn from the window. Her
thumbs worked furiously over the top of her phone.

“What do you think I’m
doing?”

Cassidy’s lips thinned.
Toni knew perfectly well what she meant. Nevertheless, Cassidy
forged on, “I think you’re texting someone about this, but maybe I’m wrong, Toni,
because that would be something only a real jerk would
do.”

Toni regarded her with
upturned eyes. “If it makes you feel any better, you
are wrong,” she said.
“I’m not texting someone.”

Cassidy returned her attention to the
screen. She was completely unsurprised by what Toni said
next.

“I’m texting
everyone. Welcome to
college, girlfriend.”

****

Claps on the back. Congratulations.
Now that they were back indoors, whoops and cheers and general
hullabaloo.

And no immediate sign of his boxers
anywhere.

Peter checked his time. He had six
minutes left.

“Okay, okay!” he fairly roared, turning a
circle. Brotherly support was all well and good, but damn it, he
was still buck-ass naked, and he wasn’t much of a hugger in
general. Also, he was still on the clock. “Who’s the damned
joker?”

Collectively, innocently, shrugging
shoulders and feigning ignorance, they backed away from him—until
the one he thought might be named Ernie finally pointed to the
common room lamp with the Greek letters of their house on its
side.

Peter’s boxers were draped upside-down
over the lampshade.

“Just keepin’ ’em warm for
you, bro.”

Peter couldn’t help but
let out just a slight, sheepish laugh as he yanked his underwear free. “Asshole,” he
muttered as he hastily drew them back on. When he went to run for
the elevator again, full tilt, his new fraternity brothers parted
on either side, affording him a clear path.

Helpful,
he thought. Oh, sure,
Peter. Yeah.

When he found the elevator still on
the ground floor and stepped back into it, he saw the whole lot of
his brothers going back out onto the porch.

“If the first one chosen
is male, he must select a female.”

The elevator door closed on him. In
moments, it would be decision time.

But Peter had already made his choice.
It wouldn’t be Cassidy. He already felt guilty about the one it
would be, but she had a kind face. A forgiving face.

“Sorry, Emma Jo,” he said
to the four walls, feeling the elevator car lift him, ferrying him
back to the third floor. “Nothing personal.”

****

Prisoner Profile: Emma Jo
Swanson

Transitional Inmate #202

Freshman, Chesapeake University,
Maryland Chapter

Age: 19

Height: 5’3”

Weight: 125 lbs.
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Hair Color: dark blonde

Study Focus: Marine Biology

Prisoner Class: Convicted,
Non-Penitent, Protective Custody

Sentence: 2 Years

Consent for Alternative Punitive Plan:
Given

Approval Status: Pending

Crime: …

****

“It’ll be her,” said Faye,
leaning over Emma Jo’s shoulder and tapping the screen.

Probably,
Emma Jo thought with a sigh, pushing her glasses
back up. She’d seen Cassidy Harper three or four times on move-in
day, actually helped her lug up the microwave, then gotten help in
return with her computer and scanner. They were almost
friends.

Cassidy was nice. And she
was, like, runway model pretty. Guys who looked like
Peter-Whatever-His-Last-Name-Is always picked girls who looked like
Cassidy. Emma Jo already felt bad for her.

But Theresa, also rudely standing over
her from behind, pointed to another young woman Emma Jo didn’t
know, even though she had to be sitting somewhere right here in
this hall. Billie Somebody? Whoever she was, unlike Emma Jo, she
was probably scared to death she’d be chosen.

Possible. Billie of the straining,
bright yellow sports bra was definitely top heavy
enough.

Then Faye tapped the icon for someone
else. “Got my money right here.”

Really?
Emma Jo thought, suddenly more than a little
offended. I’m right here, you
know.

It wasn’t that she wanted
to be selected, she quickly reminded herself. The very prospect was
supremely humiliating. Just knowing Peter had the power to do it
was infuriating beyond words. This was not what Emma Jo had signed
up for, learning about Hell Day and accepting that reality when she’d applied to
Chesapeake. From all she’d heard from Mom and Dad—who were not so
tight-lipped as most parents, knowing Emma Jo could keep a
secret—any willful participation in conduct that breached the
twelve Virtues of Innocence could land her in legal
trouble.

“Legal trouble at your
age,” Dad had said, “is bad. We’ll leave it at that.”

Emma Jo was not programmed for
trouble. Trouble didn’t make sense. And, really, how hard was it to
stay out of?

On screen, Peter sat back in his
chair, still shirtless and trying to smile. By the countdown in the
corner of the screen, he’d finished with just over two minutes to
pick someone. As per the rules of this “game,” Emma Jo hadn’t seen
any of his actual run—which was kind of a shame, since others got
to—but by the look on his face, he’d done what he had been supposed
to do.

Oh, was he ever red in the face. The
blush went practically to his shoulders. His chest was right out
there, too, even his—

Those are nipples. Among
primates, males and females both have them.

They were nice, light-shaded like his
hair. Pink and gold weren’t complementary colors, strictly
speaking, but in this case they harmonized just fine.

Emma Jo, stop. Put your
goddamned eyes back in your goddamned head.

She couldn’t help but
stare. Apart from her brother—and you couldn’t really count
brothers—she’d never seen anything quite like it. People
wore clothes. It
separated them from the animals. Even bumming around the sorority
house, Emma Jo hadn’t dressed down further than elbow-length tees
and knee-length sweats.

On screen, Peter said, “Look, let me
just apologize for this in advance. Nothing I can do.
Sorry.”

Emma Jo’s new friends
crowded in close to witness the selection. There was no telling,
when Peter first tapped the screen, who the soon-to-be damsel in
distress was. On Peter’s screen, their icons could be in a whole
different order. Funny, though—if they were symmetrical across the
connection, it looked a lot like…

The middle of the screen resolved into
focus, and Emma Jo found herself staring back at herself, as though
in a mirror.

Theresa, Faye—everyone in
the room with her—squealed in delighted surprise. On screen,
nine other young
women let out a collective breath of relief. It wasn’t them. They
were spared for now.

No. It’s me. Okay.
Unexpected.

Theresa at her left arm, Faye at her
right. Emma Jo didn’t resist when she felt herself being pulled to
her feet and out into the hall. They were so forceful, giggling the
whole way. She had to jog to keep up, even as one of her sisters
hurried ahead to the elevator. Her brain struggled to process what
had just happened.

Hey, maybe a redo? Give
good old Peter a chance to rethink this?

How they laughed at her,
practically dragging her down the hall. What they saw in her face
that was so funny, Emma Jo couldn’t guess. She didn’t
feel like she was making
a funny face. All she felt at present was the unwelcome grip of
unwanted hands on her and the rough hallway carpeting against the
bottoms of her feet, still in ankle socks. She hadn’t thought to
put on shoes. She hadn’t thought she’d need them.

“No,” she said, finding
her voice suddenly weak, watching the elevator doors slide open
like the jaws of a monster. “No. Hey—I can’t do this, okay?”

“Sure you can,” Theresa
said, going in, pulling her in after. “Come on, Emma Jo. Look at it
this way: You’re done in ten minutes and no worries about Hell
Day.”

“This is
wrong,” Emma Jo insisted
as the doors closed back in on them, as the elevator started down.
“It’s against the law! The Virtues of—”

“Fuck the Virtues of
Innocence,” said Faye. “It’ll be fine. It’s just freshman
initiation. No one’s going to tell.”

In terms of raw
probability, Emma Jo thought,
you can’t prove that.

“Turn that frown upside
down,” Faye admonished as the doors hissed back open. “Put on your
brave face. There’s no getting out of it.”

“But … people will
see.”

More laughter.

“That’s kind of the
point,” Theresa said.

****

“You stay put now,” Toni
said, running out into the hall in a rustle of sweatshirt and blue
jeans. Then, calling back to her before shutting the door, “I’ll be
back!”

Duh, Cassidy thought. We’re roommates.
And lucky me for that.

On screen, Emma Jo’s portrait icon
showed only her room, half of a small picture in a frame on the
wall: A younger Emma Jo in a wetsuit, leaning over the rail of a
ship and kissing a dolphin that had risen out of the water to greet
her.

Fervently, Cassidy hoped Emma Jo
hadn’t seen the profound relief in her face. She hoped Emma Jo
wasn’t too shy. She’d seemed pretty lively yesterday. Almost
outgoing.

Sure as hell
looked shy, though. And
horror-struck, when the girls in her room had taken her from in
front of her computer and out into the hall.

“Okay,” Peter said, “now I
feel, like, really bad.”

Yeah. That scene had unfolded quite a
lot like a flippin’ kidnapping.

The onscreen quietude,
meanwhile, was … well, disquieting. It didn’t
last.

“Hey, man,” said Flo of
the Top Row, “thanks for not, you know, picking me.”

Several others followed her example.
Really, it was annoying. Once again, Cassidy’s mouth ran half a
step ahead of her brain, and she said, “Just let it go, Peter. You
had to pick someone.”

If I do get picked
next, Cassidy thought, I’m going off-screen like he did, not like her.

She sent up a prayer that Emma Jo
would somehow find a way to laugh herself through it.

Then, on reflection, she sent up a
second that Toni and her stupid phone wouldn’t get them all
busted.

****

“Hey!” Emma Jo objected
when their hands left her arms and went for her shorts—and right
there at the open door. “Just wait a second!”

“No time,” Theresa said,
fumbling at the laces while Faye tugged at the top of the stretch
band from behind. “You’re down to eight minutes, tops. Soon as
you’re naked, you just run like lightning, you got me?”

The lace unraveled in Theresa’s
fingers. Emma Jo could see herself in the wall mirror, her deep
blonde hair still in braids from class, eyes wide with a bizarre
combination of disbelief and almost-acceptance. She held her hands
clasped at the hem of her shirt, holding it down, as first her
sweat shorts and then her panties puddled to the floor around her
ankles. The little hairs on her legs seemed to rise up as Faye’s
fingers had run down them, stripping her from the bottom
down.

Oh, she thought again, lips thinning to a single line.
Just look at the color in your face now.

“Nice legs, science
major,” Faye said, standing from behind her and lifting her shirt
as she went, baring her bottom to the room and the open
elevator. An older student stood
just outside of it and captured this nightmare on
video. Was she live streaming?

Oh, Jesus. No.

Emma Jo still held her shirt down at
the front. “Turn that off!”

The woman at the elevator only laughed
at her. Why not? Her ass was right out there.

“Do you run?” Faye wanted
to know.

Still focused on my legs,
I guess.

“Bitch,” Emma Jo insisted,
finding a fierceness in her voice that was a little surprising,
“you either turn that damned thing off, or I will sabotage this
stupid game for everyone.”

“Fine,” the would-be
videographer said, tapping the phone out of record mode and putting
it in her pocket. “Some people. So
serious.”

Faye and Theresa drew her shirt up
over her head, then down her front over the arms and
off.

“Tae Kwon Do,” Emma Jo
said over her shoulder, hands crossed over her pussy. “Back
off.”

Should’ve shaved this
week, she thought, looking down
at herself, unable to
cover quite all of her mound.

But she
could run fast, too—and,
even while covering up, she did.

Cheers as she cleared the front porch
of Alpha Chi. From behind her, her sorority sisters—even a pair of
unknown roommates leaning past an open second-story window. Farther
left, a small cluster gathered on the porch steps of neighboring
Tri Sig, giggling, pointing, one of them bent over, howling with
merriment and scandal.

Class on Monday’s going to
be fun, Emma Jo thought, surrendering her
bouncing breasts to open view so she could keep her crotch
covered.

And ahead of her, standing out on the
lawn where the Tree of Knowledge couldn’t spoil the view, no fewer
than twelve Delta Kappa boys, clapping and whistling.
Gawking.

Brisk out tonight,
she said to herself, nipples tightening under the
breeze, which fate had conspired to put at her front. She nearly
tripped over herself when her foot passed over a smooth
stone. This would be a good night for a
late hot chocolate.

Her mind was grasping. She
was, verily, putting on her “brave face,” as underneath the chill
her blood burned hot with indignity. Emma Jo told her
parents everything important in her life (female stuff exclusively to Mom), but
she had a feeling she’d be keeping this episode to herself. Pledge
stuff was supposed to be secret anyway.

Closer. She was almost to the
tree.

“Nice tits!” one of the
boys called out to her.

Yeah? she thought. Okay. I’ll
play.

“Thanks!” she called back.
“Last you’ll ever
see of them, pencil dick!”

She couldn’t help but be more than a
little satisfied at the resultant uproar, especially from the boy’s
frat brothers. She circled the tree once, twice…

She had a thought, beginning her third
circuit—

Is it worth it?

No, Emma Jo, this is
dumb.

Screw it.

She finished the last
circle by slapping the tree, then throwing her hands out in front
of her to do a full cartwheel. Yep, there
it is, right out there. She executed the
move without a hitch. Then she ran backward for a few steps, both
middle fingers raised in a salute to the boys of Delta Kappa
Epsilon. “Kiss my ass, jerkoffs!”

She turned from them, presenting that ass, hands returned to her
lower middle, and finished the run normally.

Theresa and Faye met her at the door
with laughter and applause. They also had her clothes, which they
gave back to her at once.

She didn’t cry until she
was alone in the elevator, fully dressed and with four minutes to
spare. And she stopped by the time she was back in her own hall.
There was one more thing to do. The smart thing, the rational
thing, would have been to pick one of the brave-looking boys on screen. Best
chance for a successful finish. After what she had just gone
through, Emma Jo damn sure felt no obligation whatsoever to be put
through Hell Day.

The only problem was, after Peter had
gone, she didn’t think there were any brave-looking boys
left.

****
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****

Here we go,
Buddy thought.

When Emma Jo took her place in front
of the computer screen, she was flushed in the face, a little
bloodshot, but on the whole seemed a lot better off than she had
the last time she’d been in frame. And Buddy understood.

She’d done it. More
importantly, she was done. She was back where she was supposed to be with a minute
and a half to spare. Knowing what was coming was often enough
harder than actually going through it.

Buddy only wished he could believe
that about Hell Day.

“Gonna getcha,”
that goon Kevin Carter had promised him.
“You’ll see what happens when a
pledge I didn’t
vote for sneaks in to DKE. Oh, yeah. You’ll see, all right. Fuckin’
pussy. Gonna make you cry like the man pussy you are.”

Buddy didn’t think of himself,
particularly, as a “man pussy,” whatever those words meant to Kevin
Carter. He was fit. He played a mean game of lacrosse, forward
position, where the man pussies of Kevin’s perceived universe were
likely to get run over and killed.

“So, okay,” Emma Jo said,
her voice a bit on the shaky side. A quick sniffle before
continuing, “Here’s the thing…”

But he was quiet, spoke generally only when
necessary. He was “bookish,” to use his older brother’s term. Hair
was a little shaggy. Clothes were a bit on the geek side, maybe,
but he liked his
golfer’s cap and anime tees. He liked the tweed jacket he’d bought
for poetry readings. It was … in character for that kind of
thing.

“I don’t
want to actually pick
anyone for this,” Emma Jo said. Buddy was hardly listening at all.
Really, he’d rather be on his book club website, which he ran under
the name Alastair Drake and where he had 6,500
followers.

Chesapeake University hadn’t been his
first choice of college. And Delta Kappa Epsilon, the stomping
grounds of his great and legendary older brother, Miles, was the
last thing he wanted to be a part of. Especially now.

No. Especially tomorrow. Tonight would
be over soon enough.

On screen, Emma Jo took a breath. “I’m
just going to throw this out there.”

That got his attention. Sounded like
Emma Jo was about to play the role of subversive. Buddy could
relate to that.

Emma Jo, in a laughing, pleading tone
of voice—and with thirty seconds left—said, “Any
volunteers?”

Until she’d started speaking, the Dare
Dungeon had been abuzz with conversation. It had only half abated
after that as she ignored first one question and then another. But
now, nothing. Total dead air.

Most of the other guys regarded their
computer cam lenses in utter bafflement. What? Volunteer for
streaking duty? By now, it sounded like there were dozens of
students outside. Doubtless they’d been drawn forth, like a
spreading virus, from his own roommate. Ernie Morse had ducked out
of the room as soon as he found out what the dare was.

Ernie Morse, who had defended him in
the pledge vote. Buddy doubted very much he would be defended,
again, from whatever Kevin Carter had in mind for him
tomorrow.

Guys were chuckling now, saying “No,
thanks,” “Um, pass?” and “Bitch, you crazy.”

That last kid—name of Jason—wow, dumb
move.

Yeah. Go ahead. Make her
mad and see what happens.

Only Buddy suddenly did
not want that to
happen. Suddenly, he knew what to do.

 


****

“I’ll go,” said the
brooding, intense boy in the lower right of the screen. “Go ahead
and pick me.”

Emma couldn’t help but
shake her head—not in refusal, but in absolute surprise. This was
the last kid she
had expected to say yes. His cheeks were already darkening, his
eyes glassy with resignation.

Ten seconds.

“Really?” she insisted.
“Um. Let’s see, ah, Buddy? You sure?”

He nodded, palmed an eye dry. “Yeah,
I’ll take one for the team.”

The other freshmen boys
were, naturally, encouraging her to do it. And now she didn’t have
a choice. Picking somebody else after he’d said that—well, that would be just
evil.

Nor did she have any time
left.

“All right,” she said to
him. Then, addressing the others, “You guys owe him big
time.”

She clicked his icon.

****

Buddy had no interest in
the elevator. He wanted this over as soon as possible. Also, he
didn’t want any jackasses—Kevin Carter, for instance—stealing his
clothes as soon as he was through the front door. Coming out of his
room, finding the elevator lights blinking down to floor two and not up, only
cemented his decision.

The walls in this place were thin.
Even in the hall, he could hear the other guys in their
rooms—particularly ones who were up and in front of their
computers, off the hook for tonight but still very much on the hook
for tomorrow—and even a faint hint of the action downstairs and
outside. The frat and sorority houses on the quad were up late
tonight.

He took the hall at a run and went
straight for the stairs. These were behind a door, like in hotels,
and probably didn’t see much use except when there was a problem
with the elevator. Buddy shut that door and leaned his back against
it, kicking off his shoes so he could get his jeans off, then
peeling off his shirt and dropping them on top. It would be over
soon. His stuff would be safer here than with the Dekes of
Chesapeake U.

Weird, standing in a public stairwell
in his underwear and socks. Somehow, putting his shoes back on made
him only more conscious of the ridiculousness of it all. Muted
voices echoed through the walls and in the stairwell, sound effects
in a horror movie.

Don’t think. Just do. And
fast, like a shot at the goal.

A couple of steadying breaths, then
down with the shorts. Cool drywall against his ass. And down those
stairs he went, three at a time—particularly fast across the door
to floor two, because it was open—reckless in his need to be done
with this. The final door (before the front one that led out to the
porch) would open in front of everyone, but they would have no
warning of his coming. By the
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